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Taxonomic botany has become a great science mainly through

the efforts and consecration of outstanding builders —men who,

with respectful trust in the past and hopeful faith in the future,

have studied and amassed material on which scientific progress

can be made.

Wehave recently lost one of the great builders in taxonomic

botany. On April 28, 1950, Professor Oakes Ames passed away
at his winter home in Ormond, Florida, in his 76th year. Inter-

nationally known, particularly as a leading orchidologist, his

botanical and horticultural activities were devoted with equal

success and enthusiasm to research, to teaching, and to adminis-

tration for more than half a century at Harvard University.

Son of Oliver Ames, a financier and once Governor of the

Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and Hannah Coffin Ray
Ames, and grandson of Oakes Ames, one of the builders of the

Union Pacific Railroad, Oakes Ames was born in North Easton

(near Boston), Massachusetts, on September 26, 1874.

His interest in horticulture and botany began early in life,

"when, as a boy, he joined his father ... in the hobby of

collecting and identifying the wild flowers of the New England

countryside. Young Ames, setting for himself the goal of learn-

1 Botanist, Bureau of Plant Industry, Soils, and Agricultural Engineering, U. S.

Department of Agriculture; Research Fellow, Botanical Museum, Harvard University.
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ing the name of one new plant each day, began a serious study of

the local flora of North Easton, and with a tin biscuit box to

serve as a vasculum he roamed the woods and countryside,

imagining himself to be exploring strange and distant lands." 2

He prepared for his university career at Noble & Greenough
School in Boston and entered Harvard College in 1894, receiving

his A.B. in 1898 and his A.M. from the same institution the

following year.

Immediately after receiving his A.M. degree, he began his

teaching activities at Harvard, serving from 1900 to 1910 as

Instructor of Botany. In 1915, he was named Assistant Pro-

fessor of Botany, a chair which he held until 1926 when, under

President A. Lawrence Lowell, he was appointed Professor of

Botany. He served his University in this capacity for six years.

Then, from 1932 to 1935, he held the chair of Arnold Professor of

Botany and, from 1935 to 1941, Research Professor of Botany.

In 1941, Ames retired from his teaching duties, holding the title

of Research Professor of Botany, Emeritus, until his death. In

1927, he was named by President Lowell as a member of the

Administrative Board of the Graduate School of Arts and Sci-

ences, and, in 1929, as Chairman of the Committee on General

Examinations.

Although it is difficult, if not impossible, to consider Ames'

teaching and research apart from his administrative activities,

so closely were they allied, we may enumerate his administrative

appointments separately. From 1898 to 1909, he served as

Assistant Director of the Botanical Garden, taking over its

complete administration as Director for the next thirteen years,

from 1909 to 1922. As early as 1900, Ames, with Professor

George Lincoln Goodale, was influential in persuading Mr.
Edwin F. Atkins of Boston to establish the Atkins Garden in

Cuba. Ames administered this as a dependency of the Botanical

Garden in Cambridge for a number of years, since President

Lowell did not at first grant the Cuban Garden independent

status as a branch of the University. Ames' efforts on behalf of

the new-born tropical garden, though not officially recognized by
the University, are recorded in his annual reports to the President.

In 1923, he became Curator of the Botanical Museum, a post

1 Most of the quotation given are from the biographical sketch by P. C. Mangelsdorf
in Oakes Ames "Orchids in Retrospect" (1948), Cambridge, Mass.
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he held until 1927, when he was appointed Supervisor of the same

institution. Later he was named Director of the Botanical

Museum by President James B. Conant. He filled this post

with characteristic enthusiasm from 1937 to 1945, when, at his

own request, he became Associate Director, relinquishing active

administration but preserving, until the time of his death, a vital

interest in the current research and publications of the Museum.

One of the most demanding of administrative periods during

Ames' half century of service at Harvard was from 1927 to 1935,

when he was Chairman of the Council of Botanical Collections

and Supervisor of the Biological Laboratories as well as of

Harvard's Botanical Garden in Cuba and the Arnold Arboretum.

This exacting appointment followed the brilliant work he carried

out as Chairman of the Committee on the Future Work and

Needs of the University in Biology, a post to which he was named

in November 1926 by President Lowell. During this whole

period, Ames was active in enlisting additional financial support

and in creating new entities for biology at Harvard. As Super-

visor of the Arnold Arboretum, he more than doubled the en-

dowment of that institution by raising the Charles Sprague

Sargent Memorial Fund. The Biological Laboratories at Har-

vard owe much to his efforts and foresight, for, as Chairman of

the Building Committee and subsequently as Supervisor of the

Biological Laboratories, he was a leader in drawing up the plans

and constructing the large and modern building now housing

most of Harvard's experimental biology. Furthermore, he was

instrumental in raising extensive financial support for this

building and, later, he guided the difficult pioneer amalgamation

of three independent departments into the single Department of

Biology. It has truly been said of Ames: "Seldom in the history

of Harvard University has one man been called upon to fill so

many important posts."

When Ames was still a very young man, he became deeply

interested in the orchids. It was apparently through two steps

that he entered into orchidology. One day, as a boy, he went

into his father's room and noticed two flowers of Dendrobium

nobile in a glass on a table at his father's bedside. These two

lone flowers shed such a warm diffusion of color on the otherwise

dull scene that Ames was magnetized by their beauty. He
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himself later said: "Then and there, I fell in love with orchids and
began a collection of my own, using my pitifully small allowance

to satisfy my fancy. Cypripediums were cheap, and with them
I laid the foundation of a collection which grew by leaps and
bounds. Before long I was overwhelmed by the fascination of

orchids as a group."

The second step —and the one which crystallized his resolution

to devote his academic life to the orchids —was a conversation

with Doctor N. L. Britton of the New York Botanical Garden.
Sensing the young man's keen interest in the orchids and appre-

ciating in him the qualities of a sound taxonomist, Britton pointed

out to Ames that the classification of the Orehidaceae was almost

hopelessly confused and infantile. He put it up to Ames that to

make order of this chaos would need not only a brilliant taxono-

mist, but extensive financial support. Finally, he suggested that

since Ames had the interest, the ability and the wealth, he

should make the orchids his field. Ames took the suggestion

and immediately began to amass material on a large scale.

This decision "has borne rich botanical fruit" for "today, and in

no small measure because of his work and that of his associates,

the species of the Orehidaceae have probably been more thorough-

ly studied and more completely classified than those of any of the

other larger plant families."

The large collection of living orchids which he had built up at

his home at North Easton, where he also established the Ames
Botanical Laboratory, led him deeper and deeper into an inquisi-

tiveness about the classification, structure and function of the

orchids. Eventually, he donated this living collection to the

New York Botanical Garden, and gradually transferred most of

the Ames Botanical Laboratory to the Harvard Botanical

Museum in Cambridge, concentrating his major research efforts

in the field of orchid taxonomy.

The Ames Orchid Herbarium, which now comprises 65,000
critically determined specimens as well as large numbers of line

drawings, tracings and photographs of type material from the
large orchid herbaria of Europe, has become the largest single

orchid herbarium in the world. Only the Lindley Herbarium at

Kew and the Keichenbach Herbarium in Vienna are comparable
in scope; and the Ames Orchid Herbarium has become the center
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for most of the taxonomic studies on the orchid flora of the

Philippine area and of the New World. His herbarium is unique

in having an extensive collection of critically determined floral

dissections preserved on glass slides in small metal cabinets, an
invaluable aid in rapid determination of new material and in

monographic work. Professor Ames gathered together an un-

usually complete working library of orchid literature, including

current journals, from all parts of the world; it forms an integral

part of the herbarium. Both the herbarium and the library, now
housed in the Botanical Museum in Cambridge, were given to

Harvard University in 1941.

In 1904 and 1905, Ames began to publish important taxonomic

contributions in the orchid family and, in 1908, appeared his

account of the Orchidaceae for the 7th edition of "Gray's New
Manual of Botany." His interest and activity in this family

soon widened, however, when, in the same period, he undertook

the vast task of identifying the orchids of the Philippines, becom-

ing eventually the leading authority on the family for that part

of the world. It was early apparent to Ames that nothing could

be accomplished without access to the type or classical collections

which his European predecessors, Lindley, Reichenbach and
others, had accumulated and studied. Accordingly, in 1905, he

left to study important European orchid collections and, with

his two assistants, Mr. R. G. Leavitt, and Mr. A. A. Eaton, he

visited Kew and the British Museum, the Musee d'Histoire

Naturelle in Paris and the Rijksherbarium in Leiden.

Ames' work on the orchids became even more extensive and
gradually embraced many other parts of the world, especially

Florida and the Caribbean area as well as Middle and South

America. The collections of Ames and Eaton in Florida led to

the publication early in his career of an article entitled "Additions

to the Orchid Flora of Southern Florida." This interest in the

orchids of Florida, where Ames spent every winter, continued all

through his life and was the basis of a number of papers and,

very recently, of an extensive book. This book, entitled "Draw-
ings of Florida Orchids" he published jointly with Mrs. Ames
who had done all of the illustrations throughout his years of

research. His studies of the orchids of Middle and South Ameri-

ca prompted him to make trips to Honduras and Brazil. In a
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little brochure entitled "Rediscovery of a Lost Orchid" he tells,

in his own charming style, the story of his almost accidental

finding of an orchid which had never been seen since the type

collection.

Professor Ames was fortunate in having as his life-long com-

panion Blanche Ames, an accomplished artist who illustrated

all of his technical papers with extraordinarily artistic and ac-

curate line drawings and etchings of the hundreds of new species.

This close collaboration between Professor Ames and his wife is

almost unique in the history of botany and has led to the publica-

tion of some of the most delightful scientific works ever to appear.

In 1922, as soon as the Reichenbach Herbarium was opened after

it had, in accordance with Reichenbach's will, been sealed from

botanical eyes for twenty-five years, Ames and his wife visited

Vienna for an exhaustive study of types in this collection. Mrs.

Ames executed drawings and analytical sketches of most of the

essential material in the Reichenbach and other herbaria for the

Ames Orchid Herbarium.

For eighteen years, from 1905 to 1922, Ames, with his wife and

sometimes with his collaborators, published a series of seven

fascicles entitled "Orchidaceae: Illustrations and Studies of the

Family Orchidaceae." Included in these fascicles was a diver-

sity of taxonomic studies comprising the descriptions of new
species from the Philippines, British North Borneo and tropical

America, monographic work of North American genera such as

Habenaria, Pogonia, and Spiranthes, and miscellaneous nomen-
clatural transfers. This series of fascicles gave way, when re-

search began greatly to increase the output of orchid studies, to

a series of papers called "Schedulae Orchidianae" which, with

the collaboration of his colleague Mr. Charles Schweinfurth,

appeared in ten numbers, extending from 1922 to 1930. Ames,

Hubbard and Schweinfurth's "The Genus Epidendrum in North

and Middle America," published in 1938, will long remain a

model of painstakingly exact taxonomic work.

In recent years Professor Ames' writings on the orchids,

have tended to be more philosophic than descriptive and have

shown an astonishingly wide range of interest and a profound un-

derstanding of all aspects of orchidology, especially the lore of

orchidology in the medieval herbals. These papers cover such
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a diversity of topics as: "Seed Dispersal in Relation to Colony

Formation in Goodyera pubescens" "The Evolution of the Orchid

Flower," "The Mycorrhiza of Goodyera pubescens," "Resupina-

tion as a Diagnostic Character in the Orchidaceae, with special

reference to Malaxia monophyllos," "Pollination of Orchids

through Pseudo-copulation," "Observations on the Capacity of

Orchids to Survive in the Struggle for Existence," "The Origin

of the term Orchis." He frequently contributed articles to the

American Orchid Society Bulletin and wrote the "Enumeration of

the Orchids of the United States and Canada" for the American

Orchid Society. Ames' bibliography numbers more than 300

papers or books on orchids, and in these he described more than

1,000 new species.

Although Oakes Ames will undoubtedly be remembered

primarily as the leading orchidologist of his day, he devoted

much of his time and interest to economic botany and has so

profoundly influenced thought and teaching in this broad field

that he must be counted one of the outstanding economic

botanists of this century. Ames' first contact with economic

botany came during his association with Professor Goodale, his

predecessor at the Botanical Museum, who had begun to as-

semble material and data for exhibits and teaching in this subject,

In 1909, Ames himself taught a course which he entitled "Out-

lines of Economic Botany." His serious interest in the subject

took deep roots when in 1914 and 1915 Professor East invited

him to offer a course in botany at the Bussey Institution of

Applied Botany at Harvard.

As a graduate student, he began to accumulate his own

herbarium of plants, wild and cultivated, upon which civilized

and primitive man depends for his life. This herbarium, now

housed in the Botanical Museum and known as the Economic

Herbarium of Oakes Ames, has grown to include 18,000 speci-

mens; it was given to the University in 1940. At the same time,

Ames, with the loyal help of Mr. Louis C. Bierweiler, continued

to increase the general collection which had been started by

Goodale, until, to-day, it is an enormous and enviable collection

of plant parts, fibres, woods, extracts and other products which

are basic to teaching and research in this field.

Along with the herbarium and plant products collection,
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Ames accumulated a unique library of literature on useful plants.

This treasury of documents, now known as the Oakes Ames
Library of Economic Botany, he liked to refer to as a "gentle-

man's library"; it comprises approximately 16,000 volumes,

pamphlets, theses and reports and has, in addition, a newspaper
clipping file. The library covers all aspects —botanical, anthro-

pological, geographical, pharmacological, chemical and agricul-

tural —of useful plants, exclusive of ornamentals. It is most
completely indexed as to author, subject (by vernacular and
technical name), subject heading, and plates: the work of Ames
himself and his associate for many years, Mr. F. Tracy Hubbard.
The economic herbarium and library together form a unit unex-
celled for completeness in the world.

With this extensive and unique background available to his

students, Ames offered his course in economic botany, a course

carried on and enlarged to-day by his successor, Professor Paul
C. Mangelsdorf. It was, in fact, only in economic botany that

Ames taught, since no formal courses in the University were
ever offered in orchidology. Besides this yearly course— taken
eagerly by concentrators in biology, in pre-medical studies, and
even in the classics —Ames offered lectures in economic botany
and carried out research upon poisonous plants at the Harvard
Medical School. Although Professor Ames himself might not
have admitted it, he thoroughly enjoyed teaching. Using com-
pletely unorthodox methods (preferring to call his lectures

"chats") and utterly disregarding fact-cramming, he succeeded
in quietly guiding his students into paths of original research

which often led them to fields far removed from his own.

Ames' publications in the field of economic botany are few
but outstanding. His book "Economic Annuals and Human
Culture," written in 1940, has taken its place as one of the most
outstandingly original contributions to the whole philosophy of

the inter-relationship between plants and man. Written in his

clear and concise style, this book developed the thesis that all

civilization was dependent upon the angiosperm seed which gave
man the chance to invent agriculture; that, later, the seed pro-
vided leisure time for him to develop arts and crafts; furthermore,
that the annual habit of growth had made it possible for man to

subdue plants to his will and to create great surpluses which
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increased the amount of leisure time available to him. He

argued strongly and convincingly, on the basis of the evidence of

the extreme advancement and specialization of our cultivated

food annuals, for a far greater age for agriculture, especially in

the Americas, than anthropologists were prone to allow. Ames

lived to see the soundness of his thesis gain support by several

extraordinary archaeological finds which have recently been

made.

One of the greatest contributions to the teaching of economic

botany, but one which, unfortunately, has never been published,

are the so-called "Ames Charts" upon which his course in eco-

nomic botany at Harvard was based. These are charts showing

in the form of a tree the phylogenetic relationships of the more

important useful plants. Planned by Professor Ames and

beautifully executed in water-color by Mrs. Ames, they have

served to orient many a young man overwhelmed with the

complexity of plant classification systems.

Although far afield from his own personal interests, paleo-

botany also felt Ames' influence. Shortly after becoming Di-

rector of the Botanical Museum, he decided that the long ne-

glected paleobotanical collection in the Museum—one of the

largest in the United States and probably the richest in type and

classic material —should again be activated; and it was largely

through his own efforts that Mr. William C. Darrah came to

Harvard and began research and teaching in paleobotany.

An artist and perfectionist at heart, Professor Ames insisted

almost fanatically upon the highest quality in paper, printing

and composition to set the highest of standards in scientific

publications. He deplored the increasing cheapening of paper

and printing in our modern scientific journals. Most of the

earlier orchid work of Ames and his associates was privately

printed by the best presses in New England. When he became

Director of the Botanical Museum, however, Professor Ames

decided that an institution as active in such diverse botanical

endeavors as he planned to make the Museum needed its own

journal. Accordingly, he founded the "Botanical Museum

Leaflets of Harvard University." This periodical, issued irregu-

larly in ten numbers to a volume, handsomely illustrated and

printed artistically by hand-set type on high-grade paper, is now
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in its fourteenth volume and is an outlet for research done by
members of the Museum staff. Many botanists are agreed that

the establishment of this publication is not the least of Ames'
contributions to Harvard Botany and to science in general and
that his insistence on the highest of publication standards for

scientific output is a refreshing sign in the midst of general

deterioration of standards in publishing.

In 1924, the Gold Medal of the American Orchid Society was
awarded to Professor Ames for eminent service to orchidology,

and five years later he was the recipient of the Centennial Medal
of the Massachusetts Horticultural Society for his researches in

orchidology. He earned the George Robert White Medal of

Honor in 1935 for eminent services in horticulture. In awarding
Professor Ames the honorary degree of Doctor of Science in

1938, the President of Washington University stated: "He calls

the orchids by name in order that others may likewise know them.
Final authority, whose published works, illumined by the ac-

curate, artistic skill of Blanche Ames, his wife, are at once the

admiration and envy of the botanical world."

One of the earliest of the many honors conferred upon Oakes
Ames, and one which he esteemed very highly throughout his

career was his election, on December 7, 1905, as Fellow of the

Linnaean Society of London. He was a member and vice-

president (1923-192(5) of the New England Botanical Club, an
honorary member of the American Orchid Society and one of its

vice-presidents from its inception in 1921 until his death,

honorary vice-president of the Canal Zone Orchid Society, a

member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and
Sigma Xi, and Fellow of the American Association for the

Advancement of Science. Amongst the other learned societies

to which he belonged, we may enumerate the Botanical Society

of America, American Society of Naturalists, Boston Society of

Natural History, Biological Society of Washington, New York
Academy of Science, Washington Academy of Science, National
Institute of Social Science, Association Internationale des

Botanistes, Orchid Circle of Ceylon, Torrey Botanical Club,
American Fern Society, and the Sullivant Moss Society.

Perhaps the honor and tribute which touched Professor Ames
most deeply was the "Fifty-year Dinner" tendered him at liar-
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vard University by a group of his colleagues in 1948. On this

happy occasion, marking the completion of fifty years of service

at Harvard, Professor Ames was unexpectedly presented with

"Orchids in Retrospect," a volume beautifully published by the

press which he himself had established at the Botanical Museum.

This volume brings together a number of Ames' essays on or-

chidology which "reveal him as his friends know him best in

conversation and correspondence, an 'elder statesman' who, rich

in the mature wisdom of a lifetime of experience, refuses to take

himself, or his subject, too seriously."

On May 15, 1900, Professor Ames married Blanche Ames of

Lowell, Massachusetts, and six years later established their life-

long home—"Borderland" —at North Easton. He is survived

by Mrs. Ames and by four children, Mr. Oliver Ames of Beverly

Farms, Massachusetts, Mrs. Francis T. P. Plimpton of New
York City, Mr. Amyas Ames of Cold Spring Harbor, New York,

and Mrs. J. Pascall Davis of Nashville, Tennessee.

It would be hard to find a statement more aptly keystoning

Oakes Ames' underlying philosophy of life than the Ames family

motto: "Fama Candida rosa dulcior." His life's work was,

indeed, patterned in accord with a deep feeling that a good name

is sweeter than a rose. The most outstanding characteristic of

Professor Ames' personality was undoubtedly a devotion to his

conception of right and justice, and his intolerance of any

deviation from these ideals. Another notable characteristic was

a combination of calmness of mind with persistence to finish

whatever work was at hand. Ames' numerous financial and

business commitments would most certainly have proved too

distractive a handicap for such a prodigious amount of meticulous

scientific research unless he had disciplined his every activity in

line with this serene tenacity of purpose.

It is paradoxical that a scholar of such international fame was

personally known by so few of his fellow scientists. Oakes Ames

was a very shy and retiring man; he disliked large gatherings

and fanfare and almost never attended scientific meetings. As

a result, few American botanists ever met him. This natural

reserve can also be seen in the extreme caution which pervades

his scientific writings. From a hasty reading of some of his

papers, one might easily assume that Ames lacked confidence in
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his grasp of the subject, A closer study, however, provides
convincing evidence that Ames was very slow to make any
categorical statement, but that when long study and thought had
convinced him that he was right, his opinions were set forth
fearlessly and without equivocation.

Ames has rightly been called a "perfectionist." His search
for the best in all of his scientific endeavors is well known in
botanical circles where the factual accuracy of his writings and
the completeness of his plant descriptions is so well appreciated.
His more philosophical writings sparkle with musical preciseness,
and the most abstruse topics are treated with a delightful
sprightliness which is often crowned with his whimsical humor.
The constant striving towards perfection which early led him to
choose the writings of Spenser as his model is seen in his most
learned volumes and in his most casual letters. 3

Like so many other New Englanders, Ames was conservative
in politics and liberal in religion. He found little or no conflict
between his scientific and his religious philosophy; perhaps the
two were one to him. He frequently told his students that they
ought to approach their scientific careers with the humbleness
which Tennyson expressed in his "Flower in the crannied wall,"
advice not often heard in these; days of materialism. A life-long
member of the Unitarian Church of North East on, Professor
Ames' philosophical and religious thinking seemed to be guided
by a respectful agnosticism which rebelled at the blind acceptance
of authoritarian dogma. His colleagues and students will
remember him as a man who, notwithstanding the extent and
complexity of his attainments, led a life which was full and
fruitful because it was fundamentally so simple.

'An illustration follows from an Amos letter to R. E. Scliultes, September 5 1«)4<)
"I am more convinced than over that we must go on naming the fundamental units of
evolution. Only an uninformed, a prejudiced or a narrow-minded soul can fail to
understand the need for a comprehensive knowledge of every plant and animal to
which we owe the urge of life. Charles Darwin wrote the great Bible of Biology only
after he had become steeped in the study of species. Certainly Darwin did not turn
to 'The origin of species' with an Aristotelian approach. Examine his earlv studies
This will prove that just a trip round the world cannot make one create thoughts that
shatter a shibboleth. Darwin was a systematist in origin and at heart long before he
began to build his untottering structure of biological philosophy. Think of Darwin
fussing with little Cirripedes at a time when he had to create a new suborder to receive
a new Chilean species. His study of Cirripedes should be read by every university
president as an introduction to the book which shook the foundation of philosophical
thought."


